Beirut city forum and visitor centre by Farran, Fatima
B e i r u t  c i t y  f o r u m  a n d  v i s i t o r  c e n t r e
v i e w  f r o m  g a r d e n  o f  f o r g i v e n e s s
b y  Fa t i m a  Fa r r a n
The site Garden of Forgiveness, a Roman 
excavation site in the centre of the city 
block. Planned to be developed as a urban 
historical garden. 
Martyr Square, one of the principal 
meeting points in the city for more 
than 100 years and has become a 
symbol of national unity especially 
after the assassination of Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri in 2005.
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First encounter with the site, January 5th. 
The blue line indicates the Heritage 
trail going through the city centre. 
Beirut City Forum and Visitor Centre 
links itself to the trail and becomes 
a natural starting/stopping point 
for a tour throughout the city.  
The “Green line” was a line of 
demarcation during the Lebanese 
Civil War, separating the mainly 
Muslim factions in West Beirut 
from the Christian Lebanese Front 
in East Beirut. There are still few 
cross connections to this line.  
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The task at hand was to design a visitor centre in Beirut adjacent to Martyr square. 
The center was to be both a public center promoting the history of Beirut and 
tourism as well as a Convention center intended for NGO activity. 
The city has revealed many traces of the past, amongst others of the Roman era. 
Beirut was the site of one of the most famous ancient institutions; the Roman Law 
school. This institution was about building a civilized society and establishing civic 
rights. 
Through both the theme of my project and the site chosen I want the idea of the 
Roman Law school to be reborn and a centre of civic rights established on one 
of Beirut’s most attractive sites, both contemporarily and historically. The centre 
should present itself as a neutral companion in the cityscape and complement the 
existing urban fabric. 
In a time of political disagreement and regular military actions, it is more important 
than ever to focus on what Lebanon and Beirut has to offer both to the Lebanese 
and to those who come to visit. 
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Martyr square and the Green line are both 
iconic in Beirut. Martyr square because this 
is where people have been gathering for 
public demonstrations and celebrations 
for centuries. Although it might seem like 
an over dimensioned intersection, it has 
an historical and strong meaning for the 
city. Several architecture competitions have 
been launched to revive this space once 
again, and currently Renzo Piano has been 
commissioned the task of creating a proper 
Martyr Square again.   
Lebanon has a strong tradition of masonry and 
handcraft.  I want to use the thermal advantages 
of the local material: concrete and sandstone. 
The concrete used for the building will have 
stones from across Lebanon added to it and 
when brushed they will reveal a layered mass. 
These layers represent the various époques of the 
country’s history and at the same time represent 
the whole country.
The expression of the building is to be a strong 
mass protecting a fragile inner life, as a body where 
the skin is the protecting layer. The shell of the 
building signalizes that it is not going anywhere 
and will not budge. 
An architectural veil, shading, shelf for storing water in order to keep it 
cool, a place to observe the street life. The oriel window enclosed with 
carved wood latticework, a mashrabiya, is an element of traditional 
Arabic architecture since the Middle Ages.  
In contemporary architecture in the Middle East, like the St. Joseph 
University and the Masdar Institue, the mashrabiya has been crafted in 
concrete. 
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Cultural  Not telling it all at first glance
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Traditionally A combination of shading and ornamentation as well  
  as separating private life from public life
During my design process, I decided to look 
into the expression of the building presenting 
itself as a strong mass protecting a fragile inside.  
Defining what fragile implies in architectural 
terms was challenging, and resulted in bridges 
spanning between the two supportive cores. 
The cores are somewhat over dimensioned 
stairwells. During the wars, this was the safest 
place in a building and became a place where 
people sought refuge. This wartime vernacular 
is represented in the cores of the building being 
massive and less translucent than the bridges. 
The functions that are dependent on the absence 
of political and military turmoil are bridged 
between the cores. A bridge is strong, but if it is 
breached, it falls apart. 
something that is intended to 
reconcile or form a connection 
between two things.
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 The public plateau connecting martyr 
square with Downtown. 
 
Verticals. Transport elevator in the left core. Bridges with the main functions of the 
centre stretching between the cores. 
A concrete veil, a “mashrabiya”,  protecting 
the inside atrium.  
 
The World Health Organization recommends 12 
sq/m of green space per capita in urban areas. 
It estimates Beirut has only 0.8 sq/m per person.
“
Color intensity scheme representing the focus 
on the theme of the centre. 
The facade protects the people from direct 
sunight. It is a filter converting strong light into 
ambient light.
One can see the cityscape and the Garden 
of Forgiveness through the shell.
The shell acts as a filter slowing strong wind to a 
mild breeze / letting a mild breeze through the 
inside.
The openings of the facade on both sides of the 
building provides crossventilation in the atrium. 
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1st floor scale 1:200
1. Permanent Beirut exhibition
2. Cinema / Lecture room
3. Toilets
4. Storage
2nd floor scale 1:200
1. Gallery
2. Kitchen 
3. Dishes
4. Food out
5. Dishes back to kitchen
6. Restaurant
4th floor scale 1:200
1. Administration
2. Reception
3. Printing
4. Meeting rooms
5. Lunch room 
5th floor scale 1:200
1. Auditorium
2. Lounge 
6th floor scale 1:200
1. Reception
2. Cloakroom  w/ lockers
3. Seminar room
4. Atrium w/access to roof 
5. Lounge
Roof scale 1:200
1. Bar
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3rd floor  scale 1:200
1. Theme exhibition
2. Easy reading, magazines, newspapers 
3.  Archive material
4. Group room
5. Study room
Projec t  information
The site   2 000 sqm
Floor area      360 sqm
Total floor area  4 300 sqm
Floor area ratio    2.15
Conference centre  1 440 sqm
Dining / Cafe / Kitchen    400 sqm  
Exhibition space     400 sqm
Administration     360 sqm
Storage      290 sqm
The green line became a “no-mans land” 
stretching right through Martyr Square 
during the civil war from 1975 to 1990. The 
arabic term for this is “Khutut at tammas”, 
which means confrontation lines. Still to 
this day one can read this space clearly in 
the urban fabric. When visiting the site and 
walking along this line, it presented itself to 
me as a scar in the city. The pictures show 
the contrast of this urban space today, and in 
the past. 
“
The centre as a green oasis in the city.
Beirut City Forum and Visitor Centre is a public 
building. The functions of the centre are 
organized with a higher focus level or intensity 
in the issue of civic rights as you rise higher in 
the building. 
At the ground level you walk through or sit 
down in the shade at the amphi or enter the 
centre and purchase a t-shirt and a map.  As 
you move up to the 1st floor, you get an 
introduction into the city of Beirut or have 
lunch at the restaurant in the 2nd floor while 
enjoying the view of the Garden of Forgiveness 
and Downtown.  When progressing further 
up in the building one reaches the theme 
exhibition that highlights various topics the 
visitors can immerse themselves in. The highest 
level of the building is the conference centre. 
In general a public building can refer to an 
open to or shared by all the people of an area, 
e.g. a public library. 
Public also refers to something of or concerning 
the people as a whole, and the latter is 
important in this case.  
The centre is public in the manner that you 
can walk through the building and enjoy the 
facilities located on the lower levels. The top 
levels are reserved for the conference activity, 
where matters of civic interest are discussed 
and put on the agenda. 
These conferences are where politicians and 
leaders can meet, where mediation amongst 
sides and enlightenment of various issues can 
take place.  These are also public events as 
the representatives meeting here are public 
representatives; the voice of the public. 
The conference centre can also be used more 
directed towards the public, as in the people of 
Beirut and visitors, by offering lecture series and 
conferences on various topics.    
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